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Abstract

This paper reviews Braille codes used in Australia against the backdrop of international coding developments for English Braille and the prospect of decisions for fundamental code change in Australia being made as early as 2004.  The paper describes the available options. 

Introduction

Australia inherited the British system of Braille as compared with the American system.  This situation was maintained until the 1980s when the need for change became evident and action was taken.  Whilst the changes that were made occurred for good reasons, the net result is that two decades later Australia has a hybrid system of Braille codes.  With a small population of Braille readers and scarce resources to maintain the Braille-related infrastructure, we find that comprehensive code specifications and teaching manuals do not exist and that we are lagging behind with the development of software for computerized Braille production.

In 1999 the Australian Braille authority (ABA) published Braille 2000: Meeting the challenges of a new millennium.  Its purpose was to give necessary background information and to inform discussion and decision-making at the ABA meeting scheduled for April 1999.  The present paper extends the analysis of Braille 2000, taking account of some developments over the past four years and opening further discussion within Australia on Braille codes. 

Work has continued on the Unified English Braille Code (UEBC) for ten years, but prospects for its imminent adoption worldwide appear to have diminished over the past four years.  We may question whether the time has come to face the possibility that UEBC may not be adopted by the Braille Authorities of the United States and the United Kingdom as their preferred Braille code for English-language Braille. We may ask whether it is better for the ABA, whilst maintaining close links with Braille authorities in other countries, to make some fundamental decisions with the needs of Braille users in Australia being paramount.  ABA wants to make decisions to ensure that Australian Braille users will be in the best possible position to take advantage of the many opportunities that our newly-emergent information society has to offer.

Braille Codes in Australia

When discussing Braille codes the scope is: the literary code for non-technical materials, the code for mathematics and science, and the code for computer science.  These are commonly referred to as the literary, maths and computer codes.  The Braille code for music is completely different, and is standardized worldwide.  This is possible since musical notation is not language-based.

Braille characters are composed of dots from a matrix of three rows and two columns, giving 64 distinct characters including the blank space.  This number of characters is insufficient for the unique representation of upper and lower case letters, numbers, punctuation marks, and mathematical symbols including letters from the Greek alphabet.  Therefore, combinations of Braille characters are required for many print symbols.  This complicates Braille and gives rise to separate literary, maths and computer codes.  In many languages a system of contracted Braille is used.  This has the advantage of increasing reading speeds and reducing the bulk of Braille.  However, because contraction systems are language-based, it is not possible to standardize Braille codes across languages.

For the English language there are two distinct literary codes, commonly referred to as the American and British codes.  Fortunately they both use the same system of Braille contractions.  The two codes differ in the permissible use of some of the contractions depending on the common pronunciation of certain words.  This is not a major issue and does not prevent a Braille user schooled in one literary code from reading material produced in the alternative code.

The significant difference between the two literary codes is the use of capital letters.  American Braille uses capital letters.  The British code provides for the use of capital letters, but has traditionally recommended that capital letters be ignored.  This deprecation of capital signs was reversed in 1999, although the use of capitalization in British Braille is not expected to be commonplace for ten to twenty years.

The first break by Braille used in Australia with the tradition of Braille used in Britain came in 1984 with the adoption of capitalisation by the Royal Institute for Deaf and Blind Children, then Australia’s largest computerized Braille producer.  The decision was precipitated by the growing prevalence of mainstreaming of blind children into regular schools.  Both teachers and Braille users endorsed the need for blind children to have a better understanding of print conventions.  There was also a growing awareness that some of the codes and practices used in the United States had merit.  It was seen that American formatting guidelines were more appropriate for students in mainstream settings, and the American computer code was prominent in computer-based Braille devices.

· As early as 1982 the ABA had established a technical sub-committee to review the suitability of the British maths code for use in Australia, and the need for reform was heightened by the adoption of capitalization in literary Braille.  The new maths code was introduced in 1987 and continued the drift away from rigid adherence to British codes: 

· The literary code needed consequential modification, for example the way of writing abbreviations for weights and measures;

· In 1989 ABA adopted the American computer code;

· In 1992 ABA published rules for use of the capital sign in Australia;

· In 1995 ABA issued a revised chemistry notation;

· In 1995 ABA issued Braille formatting guidelines.

The Braille Authority of the United Kingdom (BAUK) adopted capitalization and some other changes in 1999, but these changes did not automatically patch up differences with the literary code used in Australia.  At the time of writing BAUK is about to publish further changes to the British literary code.  These changes will create some further divergence from the literary code used in Australia.

So this is the present situation for Australia.

· We use the British literary code, but with some modifications that mean that we cannot simply use code specifications from the United Kingdom.

· We use mathematics and chemistry codes which originate from the British codes, but which have significant differences;

· We use the American computer code; and

· We use Australian formatting guidelines.

In practice the Braille produced and consumed in Australia is more of a hybrid than this exposé might suggest.  It is even said that some blind students use fragments of the American (Nemeth) maths code, because this is the native code of their assistive technology devices.  Perhaps there is some confusion here, between the Nemeth code for mathematics and the American computer code which is not part of the Nemeth code, but certainly the Mountbatten Brailler uses Nemeth code.  Another complication is that the native translation tables and formatting templates of the Duxbury Braille Translator (the most commonly used translation software) are American, and many users do not know how to change the defaults for Australia.

UEBC: Progress and Prospects

The literary and technical codes are not properly integrated in either of the UK or US Braille systems.  This is especially true for the American codes, where, for example, there are no special signs for the elementary binary operators of arithmetic: plus, minus, multiply and divide.

In 1991 the Braille Authority of North America (BANA) asked Drs Tim Cranmer and Abraham Nemeth to comment on the desirability and feasibility of developing a more unified Braille system.  Their joint paper was a passionate and logical call for harmonization between the literary and technical codes.  It stimulated BANA to establish a research project to develop proposals for extension of the literary code to harmonise with technical codes.

It soon became apparent that BANA’s research project had international ramifications, and in 1993 the International Council on English Braille (ICEB) formally assumed responsibility for the Unified Braille Code (UBC) Research Project.  The term “unified” referred to the prospect of trans-Atlantic harmonization of the literary and technical codes.  The work program was organized into separate areas, each under the direction of a separate committee.  Each of the seven ICEB members was entitled to appoint a representative to each of the six UBC working committees.

The UBC was the main topic of discussion at the Second General Assembly of the ICEB held in 1999.  Following the close of the General Assembly it was referred to as the UEBC (Unified English Braille Code) and its status was changed from a research to a developmental project.  The ICEB General Assembly:

· Endorsed the principle of a Unified English Braille Code as a matter of urgency for adoption and use in many countries; and

· Resolved that a Unified English Braille Code should be agreed and endorsed by ICEB at its Third General Assembly in 2003, and be recommended for ratification by the national standards setting bodies.

The ICEB Executive Committee meeting in 2002 decided to postpone the Third ICEB General Assembly by one year until 2004, to allow more preparation time for the UEBC to be finalized and documented, in order that it could be agreed and endorsed as proposed above.

It was clear in 1999, and nothing has changed, that prospects are not good for adoption in the short-term by BANA of the UEBC in North America.  The main bone of contention in the United States is the use of upper or lower numbers.  Similarly, the position adopted by BAUK appears to be that UEBC has some good features and may be approved as a recognized Braille code; however, it seems unlikely that in the short-term UEBC would be adopted as the primary code for use in the UK ahead of the existing suite of literary and technical codes.

I believe that broadly speaking the Third ICEB General Assembly, meeting in March 2004, will have to choose between four options concerning UEBC.  Following that meeting Australia and other countries will need to make national decisions with greater or lesser urgency depending on their local situations.

Option 1:  Agree and endorse a UEBC and recommend its adoption by member countries;

Option 2:  Agree and endorse a UEBC for use alongside established codes; 

Option 3:  Confirm agreement to the objective of a UEBC, and approve a work program for its continued development; or

Option 4:  Abandon the UEBC project.

Based on my understanding of the current thinking in the US and the UK, I believe that Option 1 is unlikely.  I also think that Option 4 is unlikely, although it is quite possible.  Therefore, I believe that, whether or not a UEBC is agreed at the 2004 ICEB General Assembly, it is unlikely that a UEBC will be approved for recommended adoption by member countries before 2008 - if at all.

In Australia:  How long can we afford to wait? 

Options for Australia

Following the Third ICEB General Assembly, scheduled for March 2004, we in Australia will be faced with choices regarding Braille codes.  Among the options which I shall list below, the desirability and feasibility of some will be affected by the specifics of the ICEB decisions next March.  These are the broad options which I believe we should consider and decide upon in 2004:

Option 1:  Adopt UEBC as agreed by the ICEB;

Option 2:  Adopt American codes and formatting;

Option 3:  Adopt British codes and formatting;

Option 4:  Adopt hybrid British/American codes and formatting, without Australian flavours; or

Option 5:  Retain hybrid British/American codes and formatting with Australian derivatives/amendments.

Recall that the status quo, represented by Option 5 above, is

· British literary code with amendments;

· Australian derivative of British mathematics/science code;

· American computer code; and

· Australian formatting guidelines, drawing on British and American formatting conventions.

Each of the options listed above has its own advantages, disadvantages and region of feasibility.  The advantages and disadvantages are both short-term and long-term.  Over the next one to two years we must think about these options and choose a course for the determination of Braille codes in Australia.  For instance, agreement by ICEB on a UEBC may not be achievable within the next five years, so the UEBC option might become infeasible.  

At this time I do not wish to canvass the merits of these options.

Community Consultation

The ABA Executive wishes to consult widely over the next eighteen months with the Braille-using community in Australia: readers, teachers, transcribers, proofreaders and trainers.

Each of the options for Australia, ranging from UEBC adoption to maintenance of the status quo, has major ramifications: implementation cost, transitional inconvenience, availability of reference/teaching materials, availability of software applications, transnational interchangeability of Braille materials, etc.  Therefore, careful consideration and comparison of the various options is required.

The main consultation mechanism that we plan to use is the Ozbrl Internet discussion list.  Use of this list will let us all know the opinions of each other, if we choose to express them, and will keep everyone informed of developments.  Ozbrl has more than 100 subscribers.  Joining is easy: just send a blank email message to ozbrl-subscribe@yahoogroups.com and let the discussion begin.  It’s really important to participate in the discussion, no genuine comment is insignificant, and each person’s perspective is unique.

As ABA leaders it is not our right to tinker with the Braille codes used in Australia, but it is our responsibility to guide the evolution of Braille codes as written language conventions change and scientific notations evolve.  For example, just in the last twenty years we have witnessed: the increased use of capital letters in the interior of compound words; email and hyperlink notation in literary texts; greater variation and less formality/uniformity in print layout; and greater notational freedom expressed in mathematics notation.  We must have the courage to make decisions when required, and we seek the wisdom to make the right ones.  We can’t afford to stand still with Braille codes, and we need the courage to jump.  It’s simply the questions of when, which way, how far or how high?
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